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I was just walking through the valley when I came upon them, waiting there. I stopped and watched them for a while of course, after all she was very attractive, even if she was made up to be some kind of warrior. He wasn’t much to look at really, just some Gnome. Possibly a magician of some sort, definitely not a major power though, or he wouldn’t be out here in the middle of nowhere with someone who didn’t look very experienced.

I settled down and watched them for a while. They hadn’t seen me of course, so I could do so at my leisure. She was rather attractive, a nice figure, and took some pride in her appearance. The sword she carried looked old, but in good care. She had a chain mail shirt as well a small shield. Again both were old but appeared to be well cared for. But she looked too young and too pretty to be a seasoned fighter... I tried not to lick my lips. I had been in the woods for a little while now, and I was lonely. But I should know better then to judge any person solely by their looks.

Next I examined the gnome some. He was carrying some symbols and other odds and ends that made it look like he must traffic some in the arcane. The only weapon I noticed on him was a long knife, though his walking stick probably could deal some nasty blows as well. He started to get a little nervous as I watched him so I shifted my eyes back to his companion. She was more fun to look at anyways. 

I watched them for a quite a while, wondering what they were waiting for. No one lived around here. No one other than me, that is. Of course I’d only been here for a few months, so I doubted anyone knew I was up here. I shrugged to myself and decided to find out. I changed and went back to gather up my pack and few possessions, I tended to travel light myself. Then I headed down to where they were.

They were still waiting when I got there. Both looked up surprised to see me when I stepped out of the woods, I had made sure my approach was a quiet one.

"Greetings," I smiled and held out my hands, showing them I held no weapons. My own swords I had bound up in my pack. I didn’t have much need for it here I felt.

"Hello," started the Gnome, "What fares you here?"

"I was going to ask the both of you the same question," I replied smiling at the Lady. She looked a bit warily at me, her hand tightening on the hilt of her sword. But she held her tongue, letting her partner do the talking.

"We are waiting for someone." The gnome replied, and the woman gave a slow nod.

I looked them both over now that I was close. He was some sort of a shaman, that was obvious. The little signs and the slight feeling of power was there. I nodded to him. She was more attractive up close then she had been from the distance, long red hair tied back out of the way, clear green eyes, and long limbs with long slender muscles.  Her grip showed she knew what she was doing, and she looked strong enough to wield it as well. Only the lack of scars and her obvious youth made me think she was inexperienced, her bearing was confident though. So I smiled and bowed in her direction, smitten just a tad.

"Well I’m here, so shall we go?" I grinned at the Gnome.

"What makes you think we are waiting for you?" She spoke for the first time, her voice deep and quiet. 

Yes I was definitely smitten! I laughed "Not a thing, but as we can all see there is no one else here but me, and not likely to be anytime soon. You see I am the only one who lives in this valley, have been for several months now. And there was no one here when I arrived. So if you’re not looking for me, you’ve been sent here on a lark, by some trickster."

"Perhaps," the Gnome sighed. "I didn’t think Shadamehr lived here anymore.... it’s been many years since I last saw him."

"Well no one lives here now," I agreed "And there hasn’t been for a long time prior my coming that I’ve seen."

The Gnome nodded to the woman, who looked a little crestfallen and stood up grabbing her pack.

"Well I guess we should go then," she sighed.

"Fine by me," I chuckled, "My name is Rhys" and I looked at the Gnome expectantly.

"Oh, I am called Paquam, and my friend here is Shelana," he nodded at her and she scowled.

"So where are we going?" I asked, still smiling

"What do you mean 'we’?" Shelana grumbled and looked at me darkly. She even looked cute when trying to act mean, gods I was smitten! Comes from spending too much time by yourself I guess.

I looked innocently at her, "Well it is time I moved on I guess. It has gotten to be a bit boring up here these last few weeks, and you did say you were looking for someone. So I figured you two wouldn’t mind if I joined your little group for now."

"And have you slit our throats as we sleep?" She growled.

"Oh come now!" I laughed, "I’d hardly slit your throat!" and I winked at her, then I turned to the Gnome and looked him straight in the eye, "I intend no harm or ill will to either of you. Do you hear the truth in my words?" 

He looked surprised for a second, but I could tell he had the sight by the way he weighted my words.

"He speaks the truth Shelana," and he looked back at me, "You are welcome to join us Rhys."

"What?" she complained, "Him? What are we going to do with a minstrel?"

"That is not your decision to make," he said sternly looking her in the eye, "he comes!"

I watched surprised as she backed down, he was definitely in charge here and she respected him very much.

"I’m not really a minstrel," I smiled at her trying to lighten things up, "I just play to pass the time and cover my coin at the taverns I stay at."

"Don’t you have any money?" she asked a little scornfully,

"Money?" I checked my pouch, there were a few coins in it. "Some, why? You need it?"

She looked at me a little strangely, "To pay for Inns, and Taverns and the like!"

"Oh! That!" I smiled at her, "I have it when I need it I guess, but I don’t worry about it much. I don’t mind singing for my supper when I’m in the towns and settlements."

The Gnome turned to the southwest and started to head off. I followed with Shelana bringing up the rear, I know she didn’t trust me still, but I wasn’t worried. The Gnome himself didn’t seem to care. I wondered if he had seen that deeply into me? I shrugged to myself and continued on, it didn’t matter really. They didn’t seem to be the type to worry about and I was getting bored lately, they would be interesting to travel with for a while at least.

We walked on for the rest of the day, stopping only to have a quiet lunch. Shelana brooded some and glared at me a little. I smiled at her a lot and tried to make small talk. The Gnome answered a few questions, like the name of the town we were heading to. I had been there before so I just nodded, it was several days travel and there wasn’t much in between here and there. The valley had been pretty isolated.

We found a good spot to settle for the night as the sun started to get low on the horizon. Shelana insisted on getting dinner, so I built a small fire while the Gnome sat and read from some book that he had gotten out of his pack. I had things nicely going when she returned with a couple of  rabbits.  

"Not bad," I smiled and took them from her to cook. "You’re pretty good with that bow, huh?"

"And the sword too, so watch your step tonight!" she growled.

I chuckled as I skinned them, "Oh I’m sure you are..." and watched her glare some more and stomp over to her pack.

We ate, then cleaned up our mess and settled down for the night. For my part I pulled out my lute and strummed some tunes on it for a while, while watching the stars until I got tired and feel asleep.

The next morning came early, and I awoke well before the others as I tend to do. I took care of my toilet and found a few interesting things to eat. I brought some back to the rest to eat too. Shelana eyed the fruit a little warily, but once Paquam dug in she followed suit. This day also passed quietly, my attempts at trying to lure her into conversation weren’t met with any success really, she was still fairly scornful of me I guess. Paquam just ignored the by-play for the most part, until we made camp later that night and she was off hunting.

"Many have tried before you, you know." He chuckled.

"Have any ever succeeded?" I grinned back.

"One or two. So she’s not totally naive to be taken in by just anyone." he warned.

I nodded, "Well that is good then, she’ll appreciate me all the more!"

He laughed then, "You don’t give up do you?"

"Not with out trying." I agreed, then went back to preparing things for dinner.

 

 

The next day was pretty much the same as the previous two, only we made town that night. It was a bit late when we got to the Inn, and when we walked in it wasn’t very full.

"Rhys!" called the Barmaid coming over to give me a hug, "Who’re ye friends?"

"This is Paquam, and this is Shelana." I introduced them to her and waved to the few people inside, one or two of which I recognized.

"We haven’t seen ye around here for some months now, how have ye fared?" she asked with a wink looking at Shelana.

"Oh, not too bad." I grinned.

"I’d think not..." she giggled and Shelana reddened.

Paquam opened his mouth before Shelana could make a retort, "Do you have any rooms that we may rent for the night Mi’lady?"

She giggled at that, "Sure, this early in the season we’re fairly empty. The trades don’t come through for another month yet. How many you be needing?"

"Two I think." He smiled and I think I heard him kick Shelana before she could say anything.

"No problem there," she smiled. "Sit ye down and I’ll see what the cooks got okay?"

"Sure." I said, and Paquam and I led a smoldering Shelana to one of the tables. I noticed the looks she was getting from a few of the men in the room. But they all seemed wary of the sword, and me too I think.

"I’m not his woman!" She hissed quietly at Paquam.

"So? For once I’d like to eat and relax in a town without some overgrow farm lad interrupting my meal by making a play for you." He grinned, "And Rhys here will stop that just by his presence I think."

I winked at Paquam, "Oh you’re right by that, many here know me and they won’t bother any of my friends," and I grinned at Shelana "Or lovers...."

She kicked me under the table and I winced a little. "I’m not your lover!" she growled, then turned to Paquam, "And what’s with the 'two rooms’ anyways? I’m not sleeping with him!"

"Of course not dear. You can either sleep alone, or Rhys here can. I don’t care which of you I share with."

She brightened at that, I tried to look crestfallen however.

Dinner was good as usual. The Barmaid didn't flirt too much thinking that Shelana and I were an item. That bothered me some as it had been quite a few months since I had any female companionship. Paquam warned me with a look not to do any chasing either, and Shelana was totally oblivious to the whole affair. 

We got to bed without any mishaps that night. The Gnome and I sharing the room. I got up early however to go out and hunt. Paquam had said we’d be spending the next day here to re-supply and I wanted to have a little something to spend. So I was out until noon, at which time I came back to town with a buck over my shoulders. I gave it to the Inn keeper who smiled at me and agreed it would cover our rooms and food. He also agreed to give me some jerked meat as well in exchange. I took the offer then went off to clean up and find my friends.

They were down in the small market of the town when I finally caught up with them. Shelana had been rebuffing the advances of a few of the local guardsmen when I showed up. They waved to me and noticed I was wearing my swords, and pretty much left her alone after that. Paquam looked at me with a raised eyebrow, but said nothing. Shelana was too busy taking in the sights. 

"Never been to a town before?" I asked her as we followed Paquam from stall to stall. 

"Well, never one this large." she replied trying to look all around at what they shopkeepers were selling.

"Where’d you grow up anyway?" I asked feeling curious. Trendale was not tiny, but it was still a fairly small town.

"The northern tribes, mostly. I came to live with Paquam about four years ago."

I nodded, "Paquam the one who trained you?"

"Oh no!" she giggled, "I was trained by a retired soldier who lived in his village."

I filed that away too.

"Where’d you grow up? Here?" She asked taking me by surprise.

"Oh no! I grew up a long ways away, in the Ivernsten Forrest. I just decided to travel for a while after my folks kicked me out."

She chuckled "Why am I not surprised that they threw you out? What’d you do?"

I looked at her surprised "Do? I didn’t do anything. It’s our way."

Now she looked surprised, "Sounds rough."

I shrugged, "A bit. But I was luckier than most, I found a good soul who helped me to learn about life, and taught me some things."

She nodded, "I found the same in Paquam, he took me in when I was cast out."

It was my turn to look surprised again. "Cast out?"

Her eyes darkened a bit, "Red hair is considered a curse in my tribe. My mother hid it as long as she could, but eventually it got discovered."

I stopped and turned her face towards mine, "Well I think it looks lovely on you!" and I gave her a quick kiss. She flushed and tried to hit me as I ducked and laughed "Temper little one!" I chided.

"Little? I’ll give you little!" and she reached for her sword.

"Shelana!" Paquam said, suddenly by her side.

"But he, he kissed me!" she sputtered indignantly, as I looked around to see who was noticing our little affair.

"And you’ve never been kissed before?" he asked chuckling.

"Well no, that’s not it..." she started.

"Then what is? He is rather attractive you must admit."

"But he’s just a popinjay, look at the way he dresses!" 

"So? Look at the way you dress. Just because he dresses differently don’t assume he has no substance."

"But he doesn’t even wear a sword." she continued, lower now. 

"Oh? What are those then?"

She looked at me and reddened some. "I bet he doesn’t know how to use them."

He just sighed and continued on. I just stood there and shook my head and looked at her, "Why must you always assume the worst?"

"Because you just want to get me in bed." she retorted.

"Oh I would like to get you in bed," I smiled slightly, "I am a man after all, and you are an attractive woman. But my desires and interests go further than just a quick roll in the hay!" and I headed off to go find someone who was interested in just a roll before I lost my own temper.

I didn’t find anyone of course. So I ended up at the inn at dinner time a little exasperated.

"The innkeeper tells me you settled our bill," Paquam smiled 

I shrugged, "I usually do when I stay here, it’s no big deal. When do we leave?"

"Tomorrow, early. I want to be on our way in a few days."

I did too for my own reasons, but I didn’t mention it.

"Where’s our little princess?"

"Shelana? Taking a bath." He looked at me, "I don’t think you know what you’re getting yourself into with her."

"I notice you don’t seem to be trying to stop me though." I grinned.

"Well she’s a big girl and can protect herself," he shrugged.

"No, I don’t think she can. She’s still pretty young..." I sighed looking up as I noticed her coming into the room.

"She might surprise you," he warned. "You had better be careful..."

"That would be a nice change..." I harrumpted.

"Hello Paquam," she smiled, then: "Oh and you too Rhys..." and looked a little less enthusiastic.

"Hello love," I smiled back.

She stuck her tongue out at me and sat on the other side of Paquam. For my part I just ordered some ale and waited for dinner to be served. The inn was pretty full tonight, and it was lively. After a while some of the locals asked me to play a few tunes, so I went and got my Lute. I played and sang, most everyone sang along too. It wasn't a bad evening, but I noticed a few of the local males were paying more attention to Shelana than I liked. I glared at a few of them and they backed down some. But one was being a particular pain, some guy I hadn’t seen before and when I decided to call it quits I sat down by her.

"Hey, do you mind?" He looked at me pointedly.

"Yes I do, she’s with me." I smiled.

"I’m not with you Rhys!" she hissed glaring a little.

"Oh?" I enquired, eyebrows raised? "You mean you’re actually interested in this smelly oaf?" And I nodded at him. He wasn’t that bad really, but he was a big lout.

"Who are you calling smelly?" He glared back at me, "And the lady’s with me!"

"I’m not with anyone!" she growled....

"Oh then you don’t deny being an Oaf?" I grinned at him.... 

"Those are words bound to get someone mighty hurt pretty boy." He huffed looking daggers at me.

"Pretty boy?" I fluttered my eyes, "Gee, I thought you were interested in her! I’m sorry but I’m just not that kind of guy..."

"Rhys...." she hissed.

For his part he started to get really mad...

"You better watch it, bub. I don’t care how popular your fancy playing may make you with the crowd, I’ll cut your heart out if you don’t leave me and the lady alone."

I turned to Shelana, "I’m sorry, but the three of us are here together and I’ll be damned if I let the likes of this lout bother you!" I then added in a quiet hiss to her, "doesn’t know how to use them hmmm?" 

I turned back to that lout, preying in my territory! "Excuse me, you’ll do what?" I nodded to the doorway out of the inn which was quickly clearing. "I’d like to see you try!"

"With pleasure!" and he stood up and stomped to the door, "If you have the guts pretty boy..." He said sneering at me as he went outside.

I stood up and followed, Shelana grabbing my arm and trying to stop me. 

"He’ll kill you Rhys, he’s huge! Stop it!"

I looked at her surprised "I didn’t know you cared," I sighed. "But I have a reputation to uphold, no one messes with any lady -I- bring into town, even if you are the first!" I grinned and headed out the door.

He tried to get me as soon as I walked out of course, I wasn’t too surprised. I already had one sword out and parried him easily then drew my other one and waded in. Then we set down to some serious fighting.

He was pretty good. I guess he hadn’t gotten just to where he was based on size and strength alone. His reach and my desire not to kill him were making it a bit tough for me, but he wasn’t holding back himself. So I was hard pressed to keep him from scoring a hit on my hide. Not that I was worried about getting cut, he really couldn’t hurt me. But I didn’t want Shelana or Paquam to realize that, not yet at least.

So I fought a cautious fight, parrying and dodging, just wearing him down. My two bladed style confused him some, and allowed me to tire him out quickly as we fought in the shadows cast by the lanterns in front of the inn.

"Fight you coward!" He cursed trying still to hurt me, getting frustrated that I wouldn’t allow him to close.

"What? In a rush to die?" I smiled and rushed in giving a flourish. I caught him off guard and nearly had him, which raised his ire even more. He kicked me in the side and I twisted and dodged his follow up slash, beating down his blade to kick him in the knee and cut a slash across his chest.

"First blood!" I cried standing back. "I suggest you yield sir."

"Hah! You got lucky!" He growled and came at me again. But he was panting now so I fenced a little longer than when I got an opening I slid in and cut him again.

"Sir, I do suggest you yield," I smiled moving back out of his reach "my next attack will not be so kind."

He stopped and glared at me. "You’ve insulted me greatly sir!" he warned.

"Well I apologize for the insult, but only if you stay away from her," I nodded to Shelana, "She may not like me much, but for the moment I will kill any man here who tries to seduce her."

He looked at me, then at her, then sheathed his sword and stomped away down the street. The crowd itself applauded me a little and filed back inside. Shelana came up to me looking ready to kill me herself.

"Any man who touched me?" she growled nearly spitting.

I looked at her and grabbed her arm, pulling her close. "For the moment!" I hissed back, I wanted her really bad, and I had meant what I said. Why, I couldn’t tell though. I reached up to grab her chin and she turned her head and she bit me, hard!

"Oww!" I yelped, and pulled my hand away, licking the blood.

"Next time it’ll be worse!" She growled, and ran inside.

I looked at Paquam standing there next to me as I sucked the blood off my hand.

"Better let me tend to that." He sighed and I followed him inside.

"She do this to everybody?" I grumped.

"I don’t know," he quipped, "I’ve never seen her with someone she liked before!"

I plied him for more information on that, but he wouldn’t say a word. Next morning, I peeled the bandage off to check my hand. I was quite surprised to see it still hadn’t healed! Paquam noticing my staring and mistook it, grabbing my hand to examine it.

"Oh it’s not that bad, just a little bite. It’ll be fine in a couple of days."

I blinked and nodded at him absently. Then followed him downstairs. We got our packs together next, including the rations we had bought to supplement our fare. Then started off walking again. I was deep in thought that whole day my mind trying to add up things that were now starting to stand out.

I didn’t say a word to either of them the whole time that night. Just brooded a bit and watched the moon, it was nearing full. The next morning I also ate in silence.

We traveled quickly that day as Paquam said he wanted to make some time this day and the next. Shelana was oddly silent herself and we again traveled in quiet company. My hand was throbbing as it healed and I brought up the rear, unable to tear my eyes off of Shelana. 

As we settled in camp I watched her as night fell. I hadn’t made a fire tonight and no one had complained.

"If we are in such a hurry, why didn’t we get horses?" I asked Paquam.

"Well, it’s just that I don’t care much for horses, most of my people don’t you know."

"Oh?" I smiled, "I hadn’t been aware of that. But it’s okay, Horses and I don’t get along to well either. How about you?" I looked over at Shelana who looked lost in her thoughts.

"Huh? Horses??" She looked up a little worried "What about them?"

"They don’t like you much, do they?" I asked.

She squirmed a bit, "I used to ride as a child before I left my tribe..."

"Oh," I nodded and looked down at my hand... "But not anymore?"

Her eyes followed mine, "I’m sorry about that, you know Rhys. I sort of lost my temper there..."

I nodded, "That’s okay," I stood and walked over to her.

"What’s bugging you?"

"Huh?" she asked, "What do you mean?"

"You’ve been pretty silent all day, so has Paquam here."

"Well after what happened at the inn the other day I’ve been thinking..." she sighed.

"Oh?"

"Me too," Paquam added.

"About what?"

"About you, We both think we should split company in the morning." she whispered looking very distracted.

"Oh?" I smiled, "And why is that?"

"Because this just isn’t working out," she growled, "And we don’t get along. Sooner or later I’m going to hurt you Rhys!"

"I have to agree Rhys," Paquam said, "It would be best if you went your own way tomorrow."

"I don’t think so..." I growled deep in my throat.

Shelana looked up at me in a flash.

"I claim you Shelana." I growled, "I claim you here and now."

She gasped and jumped to her feet and hissed, eyes glowing. "You don’t know what you’re asking for! I’ll kill you!"

I drew my swords, "Go ahead and try!" I hissed back.

She drew her sword and fell on me in a fury. Neither of us had magicked swords or weapons of silver, so I wasn’t worried. We fought back and forth for almost an hour, cutting each other and hissing. Eventually I gained the upper hand. I disarmed her in a sweeping move, then threw my own swords to the ground, tackling her. I straddled her chest and looked up at the moon. It wasn’t full yet, but the compulsion was strong within me, and I knew it had to be strong within her. I looked down at her and the moon light glinted off something around her neck. I reached down to grab it.

"No don’t Rhys!" she cried, "Please! I don’t want to hurt you..."

It burned my hand as I ripped it from her neck and hurtled it at the Gnome.

"Take it away, she does not need this anymore."

"But without the necklace she cannot control the compulsion to change!" he gasped "Especially when the full moon is so close. That is why we want you to go, so she doesn’t hurt you on the one day of the month the necklace cannot contain the beast inside her!"

 I looked down at her, she was already halfway into her 'were form. Her fur was orange-red, the color of her hair having an affect. I watched the spots growing in the fur, the whiteness of her chin and belly as her fangs grew out and her head became more catlike. My own urges could not be contained anymore and I noticed my own dark fur starting to cover my body.

"I shall train her," I slurred as my own fangs started to make speech difficult, "After we mate. Now leave us..." I growled and bent forward to press my quickly forming muzzle against the one of Shelana below, looking into her surprised eyes as she reached up to pull me close.
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